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1. Introduction
This essay examines the partnership between two leading pharmaceutical companies, GSK (GlaxoSmithKline) from the UK and Japan's Takeda Pharmaceutical Company, as they collaborate to develop innovative treatments for chronic and complex conditions like metastatic gastric cancer, with a goal of improving outcomes where conventional therapies fall short. Working together on a global scale brings distinct challenges, particularly as each company operates within its own cultural and communicative framework. Through the lenses of Hall’s High- and Low-Context communication Theory and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, this essay analyses how these cultural differences shape their collaboration. GSK’s clear, direct communication style contrasts with Takeda’s more nuanced, context-sensitive approach, which can lead to potential misunderstandings, especially in the demanding pharmaceutical sector. 

2. Cultural differences between the UK and Japan
According to Nixon and Bull (2006, pp. 1-21) in Japanese-owned companies, language and cultural differences can create communication challenges, especially between Japanese and British team members. The Japanese language, with its complex layers of formality and respect, doesn’t always translate directly into English, leading to potential misunderstandings. Besides language fluency, cultural awareness is key to effective communication and harmonious relationships in such settings.
The communication styles in Japan and the UK differ significantly in several areas. British people tend to express their emotions openly, showing enthusiasm or disappointment in professional settings. Japanese culture, however, values emotional restraint to maintain group harmony, so Japanese team members are less likely to express strong feelings openly.
Japan’s collectivist culture values group harmony and respects hierarchy, while the UK leans toward individualism and more egalitarian interactions. This can lead to tension, as British employees might expect informal relationships, while Japanese colleagues might prefer formality and respect for seniority.
Japanese communication is often high context, meaning much is implied through non-verbal cues rather than direct words. In contrast, British communication is low-context and tends to be direct. British team members may expect clear, open communication, while Japanese colleagues may communicate more subtly, assuming shared understanding.
In Japan, status is indicated through non-verbal cues like posture or gaze avoidance, while British culture often relies on formal titles and direct eye contact. Misinterpreting these cues can create confusion around roles and authority.
British team members might use eye contact, proximity, and touch to signal closeness, while Japanese colleagues may avoid prolonged eye contact, viewing it as intrusive. Additionally, Japanese employees may use a smile to mask discomfort or disappointment, which British members could misread as contentment.
Japan’s hierarchical culture emphasizes respect for authority through behaviours like bowing and formal speech, while British culture favours individualism and discourages overt deference. British team members may find it challenging to interpret Japan’s hierarchical cues.
Japanese culture encourages emotional restraint in competitive situations, to maintain group cohesion, while British culture allows more open emotional expression. Japanese team members might see British displays of excitement or disappointment as unprofessional, leading to possible misinterpretations.
Overall, successful collaboration in these environments requires not only language skills but also sensitivity to cultural contexts to bridge communication styles and foster teamwork.













3. GSK’s and Takeda’s background

[image: Connect Anything, Everywhere | AtScale]headquartered in London and previously called GlaxoSmithKline, is a top 10 global pharmaceutical company by prescription sales. In 2023, it reported £30.3 billion ($38.6 billion) in revenue, primarily from treatments for respiratory diseases, HIV, and vaccines (Statista, 2024). The company rebranded to GSK in 2022, marking a new phase following several mergers, including the notable 2000 merger of Glaxo Wellcome and SmithKline Beecham (GSK, 2024).
[image: Takeda Logo PNG vector in SVG, PDF, AI, CDR format] Pharmaceutical Company, Japan's largest and one of its oldest pharmaceutical firms, specializes in oncology, gastroenterology, neuroscience, and rare diseases (Takeda, 2024). On October 31, 2024, Takeda reported a significant turnaround with a second-quarter profit of 184.2 billion yen ($1.21 billion), up from a loss last year, and raised its annual profit forecast from 225 billion yen to 265 billion yen (Market Screener, 2024). 
















4. Hall’s High- and Low-Context communication theory



	High- and Low-Context Communication

	Dimension
	[image: Face Face Concept Japanese Vs British Stock Vector (Royalty Free ...]
Japan

	[image: Face Face Concept Japanese Vs British Stock Vector (Royalty Free ...]
UK

	Context level
	High context: relies on subtle cues and shared understanding
	Low context: clear, direct communication

	Directness
	Indirect: avoids direct conflict, values subtlety
	Direct: straightforward

	Non-verbal cues
	High reliance on non-verbal cues like tone and silence
	Moderate reliance

	Feedback
	Prefers indirect feedback to maintain harmony
	Open to direct feedback

	(An, 2007, pp.302-332), (Brodbeck et al. 2000, pp.1-29), (Zijun et al. 2024, pp. 60-72)





Hall's model of high- and low-context cultures explains differences in communication styles across societies. High-context cultures communicate indirectly, using non-verbal cues, while low-context cultures are more direct and explicit in language. Although influential in cross-cultural studies, the model has faced criticism for its generalizations, limited empirical support, and relevance in a globally connected world. Despite these critiques, it remains a helpful framework for understanding the impact of cultural backgrounds on communication and improving intercultural understanding (Kittler et al. 2011, pp.63-82).
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Fig.1: Example of a potentially flawed country classification based on the context concept (Kittler et al. 2011, p. 69).

Hall’s theory on high- and low-context communication further elucidates the challenges faced by GSK and Takeda. In low-context cultures like the UK, communication is direct and explicit, with an expectation that messages will be clear and straightforward. GSK employees might interpret silence or vague responses from Takeda as agreement or approval, which can lead to frustration when actions do not align with expectations (Brodbeck et al. 2000, pp.1-29).
On the other hand, Takeda’s high-context communication style relies on contextual cues and implied meanings. A Takeda employee may use non-verbal gestures, pauses, or even silence to convey understanding or uncertainty. GSK team members, unfamiliar with these subtle cues, may misinterpret them as a lack of interest or engagement. This can lead to a disconnect in collaboration, where both teams feel misunderstood (An, 2007, pp.303-332).

GSK’s corporate communication style reflects British cultural values of clarity and directness, promoting an open, low-context environment where employees are encouraged to express themselves clearly (GSK, 2024). This straightforward approach is beneficial in the pharmaceutical industry, where unambiguous communication supports patient safety and regulatory compliance. However, while it enhances efficiency and accountability, colleagues from high-context cultures, such as Japan, may find this style overly blunt or aggressive.
GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) emphasizes authenticity, transparency, and integrity in its corporate culture, prioritizing open communication, trust, and talent development. By setting clear goals, encouraging feedback, and aligning employees with its long-term vision, GSK fosters a motivating and inclusive environment. This approach supports sustainable growth, innovation, and a shared purpose, which have been central to GSK's global impact and success in healthcare (Hidayat, 2024). 

In Japanese business contexts, communication is often high context, meaning that much of the message is conveyed through non-verbal cues and shared understanding rather than explicit statements. This can create a rich tapestry of meaning but also lead to potential misinterpretations (Zijun et al. 2024, pp.60-72).
In collaborative projects, Takeda employees might use polite, indirect phrases like “we will consider this,” which, while respectful, can be misinterpreted by GSK colleagues as agreement rather than hesitation or the need for further discussion. This indirect communication style reflects Japanese cultural values of harmony and conflict avoidance, which may lead to misunderstandings for GSK’s more direct communication style.
Christophe Weber, Takeda’s CEO with over 20 years at GSK, is well-positioned to bridge these cultural differences. His experience enables him to promote effective communication within Takeda by balancing local sensibilities with a global approach, emphasizing the importance of cultural flexibility in multinational collaborations (McKinsey, 2020).




5. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions
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(The Culture Factor Group, 2024)



Hofstede’s cultural dimensions highlight key differences between GSK and Takeda’s communication and work styles.
Japan’s high power distance fosters hierarchy and deference at Takeda, where employees may hesitate to voice opinions before senior leaders, contrasting with GSK’s low power distance, which encourages open, egalitarian dialogue.
The UK’s individualism promotes personal initiative and accountability at GSK, while Japan’s collectivism emphasizes group harmony, making Takeda employees more reserved and focused on group consensus.
Japan’s strong achievement orientation values group success, long hours, and perfectionism, whereas the UK, while achievement-oriented, emphasizes individual success with a better work-life balance.
Japan’s high uncertainty avoidance means Takeda prefers stable, detailed planning, while GSK’s moderate approach favours flexibility and adaptability, leading to potential friction over speed and risk tolerance in projects.
Takeda’s long-term orientation favours relationship-building and future planning, whereas GSK focuses more on achieving short-term results, impacting project timelines and expectations.
Japan’s restrained culture at Takeda values self-discipline over leisure, while GSK’s indulgent UK culture promotes work-life balance and personal enjoyment, reflecting a difference in workplace values.
These cultural differences can create challenges in collaboration but provide insight into fostering mutual understanding and adapting communication styles.

























6. Strategies to improve cross-cultural communication
As the UK Country Director of GSK, I’m confident that Christophe Weber’s experience at both GSK and Takeda will enable us to work very well together. With his deep understanding of both cultures, he’s in a unique position to help ensure clear and respectful communication between our teams. By blending GSK’s directness with Takeda’s more subtle, hierarchical approach, Weber will help guide our collaboration smoothly, making sure we navigate cultural differences effectively and work towards our shared goals.
Effective collaboration between GSK and Takeda is crucial for the successful development of treatments for metastatic gastric cancer and other complex conditions. However, to achieve this, both companies must address the cultural and communication differences that exist between them. By implementing strategies that promote understanding, open communication, and trust-building, both organizations can work together seamlessly. 

 Adapting communication styles
To ensure clarity and reduce misunderstandings, both GSK and Takeda need to adapt their communication styles. GSK should prioritize clear communication, providing detailed follow-ups and seeking clarification when necessary. For example, if Takeda says, "we will consider this," GSK should follow up with specific next steps. Takeda, on the other hand, should be encouraged to communicate more directly to avoid ambiguity and ensure alignment on expectations.
Both companies should also standardize their communication tools, using consistent methods like follow-up emails, written summaries, and visual aids to reinforce key messages. Digital collaboration tools like Slack or Microsoft Teams can support cultural awareness by providing platforms for sharing cultural tips, insights, and region-specific reminders, ensuring transparent communication.
Regular check-ins and real-time updates, such as Takeda’s “TETtalks,” are essential for maintaining alignment on project goals and progress, reducing misunderstandings, and fostering continuous collaboration (McKinsey, 2020).



Cultural awareness and training
One of the foundational steps in improving communication between GSK and Takeda is cultural awareness training. Both companies should invest in programs that help employees understand each other’s communication styles and values. GSK employees need to gain a deeper understanding of Japan’s indirect communication style, while Takeda employees should familiarize themselves with GSK’s preference for clear, direct communication. Workshops that include role-playing scenarios can provide employees with firsthand experience of these cultural differences, helping them develop the skills to communicate more effectively.

Building trust through relationships
Trust is a critical element in any successful partnership, and it is especially important in the context of a cross-cultural collaboration. GSK should invest in building personal connections with Takeda, as Japanese culture places a high value on relationships. Organizing informal events and social gatherings will create opportunities for both teams to build trust in a more relaxed setting. Furthermore, GSK employees should be mindful of Takeda’s hierarchical structure and show respect by deferring to senior leaders during meetings, reflecting the respect for authority that is ingrained in Takeda’s corporate culture.

Cross-Cultural team building
Creating mixed teams with both GSK and Takeda employees will allow individuals to experience each other’s work styles firsthand. This cross-cultural approach will help integrate GSK’s focus on individual achievements with Takeda’s emphasis on collective success. By recognizing both personal contributions and group accomplishments, the teams will foster a collaborative environment that values both individual initiative and teamwork.

Aligning on strategic objectives
Both companies should ensure that their strategic objectives are aligned, balancing Takeda’s long-term focus with GSK’s emphasis on short-term objectives. By setting clear milestones and checkpoints, both organizations can track progress while keeping their broader strategic priorities in mind. This alignment will help both teams stay focused on shared goals and ensure that they are working towards the same outcomes.

Adjusting decision-making norms
The decision-making processes at GSK and Takeda differ significantly due to their distinct organizational cultures. GSK’s decentralized decision-making style contrasts with Takeda’s more hierarchical and group-focused approach. To bridge this gap, a hybrid decision-making process can be introduced. GSK can allow for more consensus-building in the early stages of decision-making, while Takeda can show flexibility with timelines and adjustments as needed. This approach will ensure that decisions are made collaboratively while respecting each company’s              decision-making norms.

Feedback loop
Creating a structured feedback system where employees can regularly discuss their cross-cultural experiences would help strengthen adaptability and ongoing learning. These sessions could be part of routine project debriefs or held as specific intercultural review meetings. By providing a space for sharing insights and clarifying cultural differences, GSK and Takeda employees would gain a better grasp of how these nuances impact teamwork, allowing them to make adjustments that prevent misunderstandings.
These strategies aim to reduce cultural friction, enhance mutual understanding, and build a cohesive, productive partnership.










7. Conclusion

In conclusion, GSK and Takeda’s communication challenges stem from cultural differences, especially in how they express emotions, handle hierarchy, and communicate. GSK’s direct style can clash with Takeda’s more subtle approach, leading to misunderstandings. However, these differences also offer a chance to strengthen their partnership. By adjusting their communication styles, focusing on cultural training, and building trust, both companies can improve collaboration. Aligning their goals, adapting decision-making processes, and working in mixed teams will help bridge cultural gaps, ensuring a more successful and harmonious partnership in the global pharmaceutical industry.
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